The Dreams of Lent: A Dream of Freddom by Gaddy, C. Welton
THE DREAMS OF LENT:




Rev. Dr. C. Welton Graddy
Genesis 2:15-17; Matthew 4:1-11
Last Wednesday everything changed, liturgically speaking.  Church musicians muted all hallelujahs.  Floral designers placed a ban on the use of beautiful flowers in sanctuaries for worship.  The bright light of Epiphany flickered a bit and then faded into a dull glow suggestive of something that is not quite right if not indicative that everything is all wrong.  Sane people who ordinarily would not be seen in public with dirty faces walked around all day or all evening with dark ashes smudged across their foreheads in a rough semblance of a cross.   The season of Lent arrived with a barely-noticeable thump or a silent thud that could be heard only by those whose bodies and spirits were completely stilled in prayer.  Christians around the world embarked upon a period of reflection, penitence and worship planned for the purpose of pondering Jesus’ pilgrimage to the cross, what caused the tragic death of this innocent man, the meaning of his pilgrimage and death for our lives, and the incipient hope that pulsates just beneath the surface of this somewhat dreary time—a hope that there is yet something more.  Everything changed.
Personally, I was not ready for Lent to arrive last Wednesday.  I like choral hallelujahs.  I relish Sand and D.H. opening all the stops on the organ for a triumphant flourish of praise or a resounding Amen.  I delight in Keith’s and Penny’s floral designs on biblical/theological themes.  I find dullness to be as depressing as lightness is invigorating and enlivening.  Right or wrong, I find walking around with ashes smeared across my forehead a little bit embarrassing—a kind of placard calling attention to my devotion and inviting praise for my declaration of humility.  I was not ready for Lent this year.
Please do not misunderstand.  Though I often resent it, I almost always benefit from this holy season—not from the weight of its burdens so much as from the insights of its lessons, not from a preoccupation with sacrifice so much as from the exaltation of promise.  But, given a choice, I would choose Epiphany over Lent every time.
As we often have discussed here, the seasons of the Christian Year are meant to help us in our spiritual journeys.  Each season unfolds for us stories integral to the history of salvation.  More and more, though, I see the Christian Year with all of its liturgical seasons as a mirror in which we see reflections of the personal seasons of our lives.   
Most all of us know well the hope associated with the season of Advent—hope that increases the pounding of our hearts as we approach a Bethlehem kind of place in our lives.  As persons who cherish dreams, we welcome the visions of Epiphany that propel us toward discoveries and throw light on paths that we have decided to traverse.  Without question, we are all too familiar with Lent and its darkish-gray days dominated by thunderous threats and lightning bolts of grief.  We know first hand the necessity of dealing with so many significant losses that we develop an almost stifling caution about embracing any lifting expectations.  We have our Holy Weeks as Jesus had his—periods spent in some Jerusalem somewhere in our lives when everything that we held dear was threatened, where, as we tried to pray, our words seemed not so much heard as sucked into a vacuum of emptiness.  Honestly, Good Friday seems to come more than once a year on the calendar of our lives.  We get clobbered for what we have done when we were trying our best to do the right thing and it hurts even more than pain that we somehow feel we deserve.  With our own eyes, we have seen friendships fade and trust frustrated while everybody around us seemed to be yelling at us, though it may all have been just the sound of us yelling at ourselves.  We have visited tombs and sat beside burial places more than we want.  Oh, yes, yes, we have known a few resurrections, ordinary resurrections more than, but not to the exclusion of, cosmic resurrections.  But we have seen and even experienced new life that emerged from a womb of disappointment and felt a glorious surge of expectation.  The joy of it, when it comes, propels us into a recognition of a spirit of power—call it Pentecost, if you will, or whatever you want to call it—and a time of learning and growing.  Personally we know the liturgical seasons of the Christian Year as the seasons of our souls, the pilgrimages of our lives.
But, still, difficulty laces our spirituality.  Our seasons are not neatly segmented and carefully calendared.  Unlike the hope explored during Advent, we may live in hope much longer than four weeks before experiencing fulfillment.  No clock or daily schedule tells us to mute hallelujahs and begin thinking of trouble because Epiphany has come to a dead stop after banging up against Ash Wednesday.
This is where I was, that is what happened to me, at the close of Epiphany this year.  I was not ready to stop entertaining visions, tinkering with the alluring idea of following a guiding star.  The season of Epiphany ran headlong into Ash Wednesday and propelled me into Lent before I was finished dreaming.
So, I rebelled a bit; no, more than a bit.  I had no choice about moving into Lent.  I am a liturgist here, a minister charged with sharing with you the whole of the gospel and Lent is a major part of the story of salvation.  The passion of Christ takes up more space in the gospels than any other portion of the life of Christ reported there.  But I did not have to move easily, I thought.  I would go along with the calendar of the Christian Year I resolved and, for better or worse, climb into this pulpit today on the First Sunday in Lent, but I would do so kicking and screaming inside—a condition that you would not know about unless I chose to tell you about it.  I did not have to pretend liking the dictates of the Christian Calendar; I did not like them one bit; and, at least for now, I have decided not to comply with the idea of a cessation of dreaming.
After all, who said there cannot be dreams during Lent?  Oh, I know the traditional thought about Lent as a time for giving up things.  But, dreams pursued require decisions about what to give up and what to take on and what must be given up if, indeed, something else is to be acquired.
How did Jesus handle all of this? I asked myself.  Early in his ministry, Jesus seemed to be in touch with the real possibility of an early end for his ministry.  He was aware that the better his mission went, the more effective his preaching and teaching, the quicker enemies would come together in opposition to him and vigorously work to silence and stop him.  A Lenten-like spirit crept into the life of Jesus amid an Advent-like hope and an Epiphany-like period of joyous dreaming.  How did Jesus handle this?
Well, he did not revise his incentives for hope.  And, he did not allow panic prompted by the thought of threats to push him into depression, pessimism, or cynicism.  Never did Jesus shut down his receptivity to visions.  He kept right on dreaming, right up to the end of his life.
When Jesus descended from the mountain atop which something happened that others called “the transfiguration,” he was fully in touch with reality.  Those opposed to him, his message, his values, and his grace were going to get him.  Likely, from the look of things, the next time he traveled to Jerusalem, he would walk into an ambush of one kind or another.  Even then though, knowing all of that, Jesus did not stop dreaming.
All of a sudden all of this truth from the gospels excited me.  There can be dreams in Lent!  In fact, the dreams in Lent, when reality seems so unbearably heavy, may be every bit as important, as helpful, as the dreams in Epiphany.  If the guiding star is no longer in the sky, maybe the star is in a dream.  The dullness around us and the weight on us do not have to deprive us of the brightness of the lightness that comes to us in a vision.
Well, that settled it for me—the attitude that I would carry into Lent this year, my spirit, my resolve.  I will spend this season exploring Lenten dreams and encourage you, should you be open to it, to have a go at that exercise as well.  
I want to do this with integrity—not as a denial of reality or as an escape from difficulty but as a part of a real encounter with reality and the holy that (or who) is at the heart of reality.  When we encounter the worst in life, must that kill our ability to dream about the better or the best in life?  No.  I have no need to try to escape the season of Lent.  We need its insights, texts, promises, and disciplines.  But even here, we still can dream.
So, I intend to go where in 44 years of ministry I have not gone before.  I resolve to be a fellow traveler with you through the season of Lent without giving up my identity birthed and honed in Epiphany, my identity as a dreamer, my propensity to dream.
But, what are the dreams of Lent?
They begin with a dream of freedom—not freedom as a wish, a fantasy, or an idyllic aspiration, but freedom as real as the creation in which God gave it birth.  In the face of heavy burdens, mounting threats, a temptation to be mostly someone other than who God called him to be, and even the possibility of death, Jesus dreamed of the freedom rooted in creation.  Jesus dreamed of a creation and a freedom in which the freedom of love is superior to the bondage of selfishness.
Read again the creation texts of Genesis.  Freedom was a God-given reality from the first ray of light on the first morning on which the first person took a first breath.  God counseled people—Adam and Eve we call them, but the names could be ours as well as theirs—to not eat from the tree of good and evil, to not try to be gods.  But God did not deny those people the freedom to disobey.  The cost of their disobedience was death, but Adam and Eve and you and I were/are free to choose between life and death.
Before beginning his public ministry, Jesus engaged a similar challenge of decision-making blessed by the same kind of radical freedom.  Temptations assaulted him at that point, temptations that stayed with him until with his last breath he declared, “It is finished.”
 Why not wow people into belief and at the same time assure praise and success for your ministry?  Wield your power—do miracles, lead military campaigns, let the people know that with an acceptance of you comes the gift of bread.  These were the lures, the questions and the suggestions assaulting the conscience and pounding at the will of Jesus as he pondered how best, through his life and work, to reveal God to people and to communicate to them God’s invitation to a loving relationship.  “No!” Jesus said, emphatically and repeatedly—“No, I will not attempt to win people’s loyalty by appealing to their economic self-interests; No, I will not become a spiritual show-off in order to tease people’s fascination with the unusual, doing a well-placed magic show now and then; no, I reject completely the already historically-weary, though still publicly-popular, portrayal of a warrior superiority by assuming the role of a military-political hero whom all the world would praise because of their fears and the people of Israel would follow in order to become an international power.”  “No!” Jesus said, “No, no, no.”
	Well aware of the awesome reality of freedom in decision-making, Jesus saw as well the tremendous responsibility of being faithful to his calling from God and to his love for humankind.  For forty days in a wilderness, for many days along crowded roads that felt like trails in a wilderness, praying alone in one place after another, amid conversations in which everyone—his friends and his enemies—seemed to know more what he should do than he did, Jesus wrestled with temptations.  But in and out of his struggle with Satan, with God, with himself, Jesus kept in touch with truths that would sustain him in crisis moments and engaged visions of a way to reach people’s hearts and to change the world.  Jesus understood that the God who created a world to love and persons with whom to share that love never had given up on love . . . and Jesus resolved that neither would he.  God kept loving people even when love looked insane and appeared doomed for defeat.  Jesus understood that no one ever would be helped by sanctified selfishness and that such an approach to ministry would make faith look more like a method of bartering with God than a commitment to loving God and living with God.  
	So, Jesus decided (not once, of course, but repeatedly) that the course for his ministry would be that of suffering love—not love that would go looking for suffering, but love that never would sidestep suffering in the course of loving.  
Jesus was free to choose the nature and direction of his ministry and he chose.  God was pleased.  “This is my beloved,” God said of Jesus in a variety of ways.  The people to whom Jesus introduced the love of God were free to respond to that love as they willed and to live with it or to reject it.  That is the case with us.  Obviously, there was great risk involved in Jesus’ decision about the nature of his ministry, but only by tolerating such risk—a risk that God inserted into the nature of creation itself—could freedom be preserved, love have integrity, and faith be authentic.
In the early chill of desert mornings shrouded by shadows so deep that the sun seemed blocked from shining, Jesus dreamed of a new creation, with God’s help, arising out of the decisions of people freely choosing for love to prevail in all interpersonal relations and for peace to prevail in all relationships between nations.
At the beginning of his public ministry, Jesus dreamed.  He dreamed of creation.  He dreamed of freedom.  He dreamed of love.  He dreamed of peace.
Now, what must we give up for Lent and what must we take on during Lent to hold on to that dream—to make the dream of Jesus the dream in our hearts?  Fidelity to the dream of Jesus requires setting aside selfishness and embracing obedience, shifting our focus from the sinful (filled with sin) enticement of what seems easiest and renewing our commitment to loving faithfulness regardless of the difficulty involved.  We know the desert in which the dream of Jesus took form.  It was a place for breaking a bondage to economics, military power and popularity and beginning to breathe the invigorating air of freedom while building relationships based on love, faithfulness, and service.
On this first Sunday in the season of Lent, I choose to dream the dream of Jesus . . . and to begin an exploration of how, with God’s help, to be one among many who seek to make that dream a reality.  All are welcome to join me in that dream and the work to which it summons us.  Indeed, this dream and the beloved community required to fulfill it call us to take up far more than we give up and to find in our identity as dreamers and in our work as co-creators the joy and meaning that define the kind of life that cannot be destroyed even by death.




Holy God, sustain within us the praise appropriate to you as creator and redeemer, strengthen us by the teachings of your written word, energize us through our realization of your forgiveness, stretch the reach of our compassion by extending the breadth of our vision of need, elicit from us actions of generosity and helpfulness, and sustain our thoughts, prayers, and actions by the fidelity of your presence with us that we may be as faithful, healing and loving in our lives as was Jesus in his life during good days and bad.  Amen. 
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